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 ³7KHOHJDF\HOHPHQW«LWMXVWIHOWPRUHZRROO\¶Exploring the reasons for the decline in 
people with GLVDELOLWLHV¶ sport participation in England five years after the London 2012 
Paralympic Games.  
 
Abstract 
This article explores why sports participation of people with disabilities in England has 
declined since the London 2012 Paralympic Games (LPG). Thirty semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with staff employed in a variety of sports and disability-specific 
organisations. Our preliminary findings suggest that the decline is a result of a complex 
interplay between multiple factors. A competency gap and a lack of relevance between 
Paralympians and the rest of the community of people with disabilities might have limited the 
impact of the legacy. In addition, an absence of coordinated leveraging of the LPG, and a 
decline in the media coverage of disability sport in the aftermath of the LPG, might also have 
dulled the legacy. Finally, our data shows that austerity and negative media coverage of 
people with disabilities deterred some people from participating in sport.  
Introduction 
Providing sport participation opportunities for people with disabilities, of all ages, was a 
specific legacy ambition of the Coalition government from hosting the London 2012 
3DUDO\PSLF*DPHV/3*2IILFHIRU'LVDELOLW\,VVXHV,WZDVQ¶WXQWLO0DUFK
however, that specific legacy plans for the LPG were first articulated by the former Labour 
government, squandering opportunities for advanced legacy planning (Weed, 2013). Thus, 
five years on from the hosting of the most successful Paralympic Games in history (Degun, 
2012), did the LPG deliver on its promise to increase the sports participation of people with 
disabilities? Evidence from the Active People Survey (APS) suggests there has been a small 
increase in once a week sports participation of people with disabilities since 2005 (+1.5%) 
(Active People Interactive, 2017). A peak of 19.1% of people with disabilities were 
participating in sport at least once a week in 2013, but this has fallen to 16.8% in 2016 
(Active People Interactive, 2017). These figures are unlikely to be what Lord Sebastian Coe 
had in mind when promises of how the 2012 Games would inspire a nation were made. This 
article is the first to obtain some preliminary empirical evidence about the reasons for the 
LPG not sustainably increasing the sports participation of people with disabilities in England. 
By providing possible explanations as to why sustainable increases in sports participation 
have not occurred, we add to an underdeveloped academic field of inquiry (Brown & 
Pappous, 2018). Understanding of the legacy process is often missing from the mega sports 
event literature (Girginov & Hills, 2008), therefore this research will look to plug this gap in 
the Paralympic legacies field by focusing specifically on the LPG. The findings from our 
research will help inform future hosts as to the limitations of using a sports mega event, such 
as the Paralympic Games, to increase sports participation of people with disabilities. 
Mega sport events and grassroots sport participation  
Paralympic Games legacy research remains an underexplored field of academic inquiry 
(Misener, Darcy, Legg, & Gilbert, 2013; Pappous & Brown, 2018). Misener et al. (2013), in 
their thematic analysis, identified thirteen empirical studies about Paralympic legacy, but the 
majority focused on the Sydney 2000 Paralympic Games and were conducted post-hoc 
(Misener et al., 2013). Pappous and Brown (2018) identified empirically weak examples of 
increased sport participation following the Paralympic Games, but the authors were unable to 
support, based on the available empirical evidence, claims that the Paralympic Games can 
increase the grassroots sport participation of people with disabilities. Brittain and Beacom 
(2016) argue that the potential for transformative social change for people with disabilities as 
a result of the LPG has not occurred because of various contextual factors, such as negative 
media coverage of people with disabilities and reduced disposable income as a result of 
austerity measures. However, Coates and Vickerman (2016) suggested that the self-efficacy 
of young people with disabilities may have been positively influenced by the Paralympic 
Games. 
Overall, there is a lack of research on the sport participation legacies of the Paralympic 
Games, but research on sport participation following the hosting of the Olympic Games is a 
field that has started to receive scholarly attention in the beginning of this decade. Veal, 
Toohey and Frawley (2012) found tentative evidence suggesting that the number of children 
participating in sports featured at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games and the Melbourne 2006 
Commonwealth Games increased more than in sports not featured at these events. Adults, on 
the other hand, did not demonstrate an increase in sport participation in sports featured at 
both events (Veal et al., 2012). Veal et al. (2012) stress, however, that the potential 
participation increases could be linked to factors other than the event itself. In addition, 
Pappous and Hayday (2016) contended that grassroots participation programmes were more 
effective than the 2012 Games in increasing participation in fencing and judo. The majority 
of evidence would suggest that the Olympic Games, on its own, is unable to increase 
grassroots sport participation (Weed et al., 2015). Indeed, the 2000, 2012, and 2016 Olympic 
Games, on their own, do not appear to have been able to increase sport participation of their 
respective nations (Reis, Frawley, Hodgetts, Thomson, & Hughes, 2017). Long-term 
strategies and significant engagement with the local communities are required for increased 
sport participation to occur (Reis et al., 2017). Furthermore, access to suitable sporting 
facilities is required to help leverage inspiration from a sports mega event (Brown, Essex, 
Assaker, & Smith, 2017). Thus, the hosting of the Olympic Games may be able to provide a 
short-term stimulus for sport participation, but it is unlikely it can be sustained. Indeed, 
Pappous (2011) found a small increase in sport participation in the year of the Athens 2004 
Olympic Games but, in 2009, participation levels were lower than they had been in 2003. In 
terms of physical activity from sporting mega-events, Bauman, Bellew and Craig (2015) 
found no statistically significant difference in physical activity following the Sydney 2000 
Olympic Games. Similarly, the 2010 Vancouver Winter Olympic Games did not increase the 
physical activity of Canadian children, despite efforts to leverage the 2010 Olympic Games 
(Craig & Bauman 2014). Bauman, Bellew and Craig (2015) suggest that the Olympic Games, 
on their own, are unlikely to increase physical activity, but they may increase intention to be 
active. Potwarka and Leatherdale (2016), however, argue that a more localised reading of 
participation data is needed to understand the trickle-down effect, as it is likely to be localised 
rather than national. In a systematic review of the health and socioeconomic impacts of major 
multi-sport events from 1978 to 2008, McCartney et al. (2010, p.1) found the evidence to be 
µ«QRWVXIficient to confirm or refute expectations about the health or socioeconomic benefits 
for the host population of previous major multi-VSRUWHYHQWV¶. Mega sport events would 
appear to not be able to inherently provide increases in the physical activity of the host 
nation.  
Despite the absence of a link between sporting mega-events and increased grassroots sport 
participation, a belief in the power of a mega-event to increase sport participation is 
emphatically present in the political discourse of governments (Grix & Carmichael, 2012). 
This belief in the power of mega-events to inspire people to participate in sport is known as 
WKHµGHPRQVWUDWLRQHIIHFW¶ZKLFKKDVEHHQGHILQHGDVµ«DSURFHVVE\ZKLFKSHRSOHDUH
inspired by elite sport, sports people or sports HYHQWVWRSDUWLFLSDWHWKHPVHOYHV¶:HHG
p. 4). In order for the demonstration effect to work successfully, it needs to be leveraged, and 
is more productive amongst current or recently lapsed sport participants, rather than inactive 
or least active individuals (Weed et al., 2015). The Olympic Games therefore needs to be one 
component of a wider strategy aimed at increasing grassroots sport participation. Thus, 
leveraging ± µ«DIRUZDUGWKLQNLQJVWUDWHJLFDSSURDFKZKHUHERWKWKHLPSDFWVDQGWKHZD\V
tRDFKLHYHWKHPDUHSODQQHGLQDGYDQFHRIDQHYHQW¶6PLWKS± implies an 
understanding about how a mega-event may be used to improve and enhance what can be 
gained from hosting the event (Chalip, 2006). Leveraging is separate from event impacts 
because impacts from events are supposed to have an automatic character, whereas leveraged 
outcomes are a product of a planned set of initiatives which have been linked to the event to 
provide enhanced benefits (Chalip, 2006; Smith, 2014). Chalip, Green, Taks and Misener 
(2016) argue that three types of organisations ± sport organisations, event organisers, non-
sport organisations ± are central to the leveraging of a mega sports event. Furthermore, 
leveraging is dependent on the three organisation types working towards a common sport 
participation goal (Chalip et al., 2016). All three organisation types must attend to the 
influence that context can have on mega sport event leverage, as well as the resources 
available to facilitate leveraging. Failure to adequately address both contextual and resource 
considerations, coupled with an absence of an agreed sport participation objective for the 
leveraging activities, will likely result in unsuccessful leveraging of a mega sports event 
(Chalip et al., 2016).  
However, leveraging is not without difficulties. Bell and Gallimore (2015) argued that the 
external environment, the economy, and changes to the public sector all had a role in 
inhibiting the effectiveness of leveraging the London 2012 legacy in the north west of 
England. Lovett and Bloyce (2017) found that organisations relied too much on the 
demonstration effect in increasing sport participation from the 2012 Games, with the cuts to 
local government hampering the delivery of sport in Birmingham. Brittain (2016) postulated 
that cuts to benefits and negative media coverage of people with disabilities, as well as the 
wider budget cuts to local government, inhibited the social potential of the LPG. Hayday and 
Pappous (2017) contended that a number of factors limited the leveraging potential of the 
2012 Olympic Games. This included poor communication between the national governing 
bodies of sport (NGB) and voluntary sports clubs (VSC), lack of NGB resources to support 
96&V¶OHYHUDJLQJDQGDPLVWUXVWEHWZHHQ1*%VLQNQRZOHGge sharing due to funding 
implications associated with APS targets (Hayday & Pappous, 2017). The budget made 
available for leveraging by organisers of mega-events is often much smaller, comparatively, 
to the budget allocated for the event, which may suggest some organisers do not prioritise the 
potential benefits from the event as strategically as possible (Smith, 2014).  
It is clear from the literature that increased sport participation following a sports mega event 
is unlikely to occur on its own; rather, it needs to be leveraged. The findings presented in this 
article will explore the main reasons for the decline in people with GLVDELOLWLHV¶ sports 
participation since the LPG, as suggested by the APS10 (Active People Interactive 2017).  
Method 
This article is borne out of a wider research project evaluating the grassroots sport 
participation legacy of the LPG for people with disabilities in England. The research reported 
herein is focused only on one aspect of the wider research, namely potential reasons for the 
decline in sports participation since the LPG, based on the national once a week sport 
participation APS10 data (Active People Interactive, 2017). Therefore, it is important to 
make it clear that some individual sports may have had positive impacts from the LPG in 
contrast to the national picture. Thus, the explanations presented here are necessarily broad 
and national in scope. The authors acknowledge the findings will not apply to every sport, 
however this study has offered insights, based on empirical data, for the declining sport 
participation that has been experienced nationally, as suggested by APS10.  
Data collection 
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were used to collect the data, as in-depth interviews are 
well suited to exploring an underdeveloped phenomenon such as the sport participation 
legacy of the LPG (Kvale, 2007). Data collection commenced in July 2015 and concluded in 
March 2017. An interview guide (Figure 1) provided a generic framework for discussion 
about the impact and management of the sport participation legacy from the LPG. The 
average duration of the interviews was one hour. Seventeen of the interviews were conducted 
face to face, fourteen interviews were conducted either using Skype or by telephone due to 
geographic and financial limitations1. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants 
included in the study. 
FIGURE 1 INSERTED HERE 
TABLE 1 INSERTED HERE 
Sample 
The sample consisted of twenty-seven senior managers from a variety of sports organisations, 
and three individuals from non-sport organisations. Sports organisations were chosen because 
of their fundamental role in increasing participation from the LPG (Collins, 2010). The 
organisation type and the majority of the participants were purposively chosen, while some 
sport respondents, such as those from NGBs and county sport partnerships (CSPs), were 
identified following a snowball approach. The organisations included in this research 
comprised seven national disability sport organisations (NDSOs), nine NGBs, five national 
sport organisations (NSOs), three non-sporting organisations (Non-SOs), five CSPs, and one 
disability sport organisation (DSO). The selected organisations enabled a wide range of 
stakeholder experiences of the Paralympic legacy to emerge. NDSOs were chosen in order to 
understand impairment specific issues, NGBs were the main organisation responsible for 
LQFUHDVLQJVSRUWSDUWLFLSDWLRQ&63VDQGWKH'62VXSSRUWHGDQGKHOSHGGHOLYHUWKH1*%V¶
strategy at a local level, NSOs provided a range of national perspectives about sport for 
people with disabilities, and Non-SOs provided expert views regarding people with 
disabilities and associated issues.  
Data analysis  
The credibility and the trustworthiness of the interpretations of the interviewer were enriched 
by following the tactic suggested by Brinkmann and Kvale (2015); Kvale (2007), who 
suggested soliciting the verification of the respondent at the end of the interviews. Therefore, 
the interviewer summarised the main findings from the discussion and asked for the 
participant to provide their interpretation of the summary. The interviews were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. The data was then coded using first-cycle processes advocated by 
Saldaxa (2016). In vivo coding was used on all interview transcripts. This included 
KLJKOLJKWLQJWKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶VTXRWHVWKDWZHUHUHOHYDQWWRWKHEURDGWKHPHVRILPSDFWDQG
management of the LPG sport participation legacy. Initial coding was used on the first nine 
transcripts to aid with key themes. This coding technique uses elements of in vivo coding and 
process coding, with the aim to reveal insights into the causes and consequences of the 
actions of the interviewees (Saldaxa, 2016). In addition, some transcripts were holistically 
and descriptively coded for generation of broad themes. 7KLVLQFOXGHGUHYLHZLQJµFOXPSV¶RI
the transcript for themes in the case of holistic coding, and providing descriptive labels for 
the topics discussed during the interview in the case of descriptive coding. Codes were then 
categorised into key topic areas and further analysed. The broad categories that emerged from 
the data analysis were:  
x Impact of the LPG on sport participation; 
x Management of the sport participation legacy;  
x Inspiration and Paralympians; 
x Disability sport and stakeholder relations; 
x Organisational development and challenges; 
x Media coverage of the LPG; 
x The influence of the external environment on the sport participation legacy. 
Summaries of the participant data was then mapped onto a master table that contained all of 
the interview data under each of the broad categories. This enabled contrasts and comparisons 
to be made across the different stakeholders. To compliment the coding and categorising of 
the data, analytic memoing was used to record emergent thoughts and themes about the data 
during and after analysis (Saldaxa, 2016). The analytic memos were then reviewed in 
conjunction with the generated themes to further analyse the data. The lead author verified 
and discussed the initial findings with the co-author and this facilitated further development 
of the data analysis.  
Results 
A number of possible reasons for the decline in sport participation were offered by the 
interviewees, suggesting the role of the LPG is a multi-dimensional one. The findings 
presented in this article reflect the complexity of attempting to use a mega sport event such as 
the Paralympic Games to increase sports participation of people with disabilities.  
Limitations of Paralympians as role models for the rest of the disability community 
An impediment to the effectiveness of the demonstration effect was a perceived competency 
gap between the individual and the Paralympian. Although not exclusively, this was thought 
to be more prevalent amongst disabled adults compared to young people. The disparity 
EHWZHHQDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VVSRUWLQJDELOLW\DQGWKDWRIWKH3DUDO\PSLDQ may have added to 
UHJXODUSDUWLFLSDWLRQQRWEHLQJVXVWDLQHGH[DFHUEDWHGE\XQUHDOLVWLFH[SHFWDWLRQVRIQRYLFH¶V
abilities by mainstream clubs:  
³7KHUHZDVMXVWWKLVH[SHFWDWLRQWKDWWKH\¶GMXVWEHDEOHWRGRLWVWUDLJKWDZD\«$QG
suddenly they were being WROGµ\RXFDQEHFRPHDQHOLWHDWKOHWH¶$QG,WKLQNWKDWKDG
a bit of a knock-RQ´'622QH 
For some people with disabilities, particularly those with high support needs or complex 
impairments, there can be an incongruous relationship between themselves and a 
Paralympian, stemming from the disparity in daily life experiences. Relying only on 
inspiration to increase sport participation failed to acknowledge the structural barriers that 
prevent some people with disabilities from being active in society: 





Inspiration on its own is unlikely to be sufficient because µLILW¶VMXVWDEVWUDFWLW¶VQRnsense¶
(Non-SO One). Service quality was thought to be of more fundamental significance to 
maintaining regular participation than deriving inspiration from Paralympians: 
³«:hether they sustain and build an interest depends on the offer and the reception 
tKH\JHW«7KRVHWKLQJVDUHPXFKPRUHLPSRUWDQWIXQGDPHQWDOO\WRVXVWDLQLQJ
LQWHUHVWWKDQ\RXNQRZPXOWLSOH3DUDO\PSLF*DPHV´1*%6HYHQ 
Peer role-models were thought to be more resonant WRDQLQDFWLYHSHUVRQ¶Vsense of self, and 
would help encourage inactive people with disabilities to be physically active:  
´«TKHSHUVRQWKDW¶VLQDFWLYHFDQORRNDWWKDWDQGJRµ,FRXOGGRWKDW¶$QG,WKLQNLI
role-PRGHOVFDQEHVHHQDVµHYHU\GD\SHRSOH¶IRUZDQWRIDEHWWHUZRUGWKHQWKDWFDQ
be really LQVSLUDWLRQDO´'622QH 
Peer role models were thought to be most effective at engaging inactive disabled adults, but 
there was a feeling that Paralympians were most relevant to children and young people, due 
to Paralympians potentially being closer to aQLQGLYLGXDO¶VVHQVHRIVHOIChildren with a 
younger learning age were more likely to be inspired by seeing Paralympians and their 
medals, but beyond a young learning age group, simply showcasing Paralympians and their 
medals is of little utility in being able to inspire participation. For children and young people 
with an older learning age, it is the background story of the Paralympian that is likely to be 
more inspirational, rather than just the colour of their medal. Building a personal connection 
with the Paralympian will thus provide a better chance of effectively using athletes to 
increase participation: 
³7he younger WKHOHDUQLQJDJHRIWKHFKLOG«Must their presence and the fact that they 
are someone like me, you know, an Ellie Simmonds to a child ZKR¶VJRWGZDUILVPLV
OLNHµZRZ>HPSKDVLV@,FRXOGGRWKDW¶«:KDWZHWHQGWRVHHIRUROGHUFKLOGUHQLV
LW¶VWKHVWRU\WKHDWKOHWH¶VVWRU\DQGWKHMRXUQH\WKH\¶YHEHHQRQZKLFKFDQKDYHDQ
DVSLUDWLRQDOHIIHFWRQ\RXQJSHRSOH«LI\RXVHQGRXW3DUDO\PSLDQs just to hang 
PHGDOVURXQGSHRSOH¶VQHFNVRUKDQGRXWFHUWLILFDWHVLQDVVHPEOLHVLWKDVYHU\
different [emphasis] level of impact on older children than it does younger children 
(Respondent anonymised to maintain confidentiality).  
Paralympians, in the main, will be more appropriate sources of leveraging for young people 
with disabilities, and people with disabilities already participating in sport or who hold an 
interest in sport. Disabled adults without that investment in sport are unlikely to be 
sufficiently inspired to sustain their participation beyond WKHLQLWLDOµEX]]¶JHQHUDWHGE\WKH
event.  
Lack of leveraging and an overreliance on the demonstration effect 
There was a lack of leveraging from the organisations included in this research. Participants 
believed legacy outcomes were poorly defined and lacked clarity, leading to an absence of a 
coherent strategy:  
³7KHOHJDF\HOHPHQW«just felt more woolly, if you like, in terms of what we were 
WU\LQJWRDFKLHYH$ELJOHVVRQIRUPHZRXOGEHWRVD\µRN What do we want to do 
ZLWKWKDW"¶$QGWKHQSURSHUO\SODQDFFRUGLQJO\WRGRLW´1*%7ZR 
Underpinning this lack of focus was the perception that event delivery was of more 
importance to event organisers than the fostering of a legacy from the LPG. As the time for 
hosting the LPG got nearer there was a feeling that delivering a world-class event was 
prioritised at the expense of the sport participation legacy:  
³,WKLQNZHSDLGDOLWWOHELWRIOLSVHUYLFHWROHJDF\XQWLOLWEHFDPHLPSRUWDQWWR
measure. I think in the build-up« it was more about the Games than the legacy of the 
Games, and kind of then had the Games and a little bit of the planning really kicked in 
DERXWOHJDF\´1'626HYHQ 
It was thought sports organisations such as NGBs and CSPs were not prepared, despite the 
seven-year gap between confirmation of host status and the staging of the LPG, to be able to 
sustainably increase the participation of people with disabilities in sport. The success of the 
LPG, therefore, appeared to take sport organisations by surprise, with NGBs, NDSOs, and 







SUREDEO\ZHUHQ¶WSUHSDUHGWRWU\DQGNHHSWKDWVXVWDLQHGOHYHOFRXQWU\-wide, not just 
for us, country-wide, to be able to sustain it. (NDSO Two).  
An overreliance on the demonstration effect resulted in insufficient demand for sport 
participation being created amongst people with disabilities before the LPG: 
³,WKLQNWKHUHZDVDQDVVXPSWLRQWKDWLI\RXKDYHDYHU\VXFFHVVIXO3DUDO\PSLF
Games, then suddenly lots of people with disabilities will want to do sport and 
SK\VLFDODFWLYLW\«7KHKDUGHVWWKLQJLVJHWWLQJpeople with disabilities to want to do 
VSRUWDQGSK\VLFDODFWLYLW\LQWKHILUVWSODFH$QGWKDW¶V>HPSKDVLV@ZKDWWKHOHJDF\
should have been, it should have been the engagement of people with disabilities 
WKHPVHOYHV$QGWKHUHZDVQ¶WUHDOO\DQ\WKLQJRUQRWPXFKFRQFUHWHDURXQG
that«7KH\>YROXQWDU\VSRUWFOXEV@SUREDEO\GLGQ¶WJHWDQ\people with disabilities 
NQRFNLQJDWWKHLUGRRUEHFDXVHZHKDGQ¶WGRQHWKDWGHPDQGIRFXVHGVWXII´CSP One).  
Due to the lack of leveraging and disjointed planning that occurred for the sport participation 
legacy, enthusiasm to participate in sport had not been established sufficiently for people with 
disabilities not already predisposed to sport. Consequently, the impact of the LPG on these 
people was not strong enough to override existing barriers to participation. In addition, poor 
participation experiences for people with disabilities may have limited the potential of the 
demonstration effect. Inadequately trained staff and an understaffed workforce were likely to 
have led to some people experiencing poor service quality:  
 ³«3HRSOHZHUHLQVSLUHGWRJRµ,ZDQWWRGRWKDW¶EXWWKHQWKHUH¶VQRSRLQWLI\RX
have a six-month waiting list to join a club. And that, I think, has happened quite a lot 
ZLWKFHUWDLQVSRUWV´1'627KUHH 
It is important to point out that two of the interviewed NGBs experienced internal 
restructuring issues within their organisation, and this might have influenced their capacity to 
leverage the LPG. This internal upheaval meant that these NGBs were unable to provide 
adequate attention and resources to the provision of sport for people with disabilities after the 
LPG:  
³$IWHU/RQGRQZHORVW8.6SRUWIXQGLQJVRWKHUHZDVD period of, probably a year or 
so, possibly even slightly longer, of real instability, in terms of not knowing what that 
then meant for the sport at the highest level, and then, almost by nature, because of 
WKHZD\ZH¶GEHHQVWUXFWXUHGSUHYLRXVO\LQWHUPVof the top-down approach, if then 
WKHWRSZDVQ¶WJRQQDEHWKHUHKRZGLGWKDWWKHQPDNHDGLIIHUHQFH"´5HVSRQGHQW
anonymised to maintain confidentiality).   
³:HZHQWWKURXJKORDGVRIFKDQJHV\HDUVDJR«$VZHZHQWWKURXJKRXU
restructure, EFDS were told WROHDYHXVDORQHEDVLFDOO\XQWLOZHZHUHVRUWHG«:H¶YH
RQO\MXVWJRWDPHPEHUVKLSGDWDEDVHXSDQGUXQQLQJVRZH¶YHRQO\MXVWJRWILJXUHV
DQGWKLQJV«ZHKDYHQ¶WEHHQLQWKHSRVLWLRQSUHYLRXVO\WRWUDFNLQVLJKWDQGWKLQJV
which is difficult to then know wKDW¶VZRUNLQJDQGZKDW¶VQRWZRUNLQJLIWKDWPDNHV
VHQVH"´5HVSRQGHQWDQRQ\PLVHGWRPDLQWDLQFRQILGHQWLDOLW\ 
Notwithstanding the importance of contextual circumstances of some of the NGBs, generally, 
the NGBs and other sports providers did not effectively channel the post-/3*µEX]]¶DQG
momentum. Instead, the main sports organisations struggled to react to the immediate 
demand in a manner conducive to achieving sustainable grassroots sport participation for 
people with disabilities in England. 
Need for greater inclusive culture 
Prior to the LPG, there was a general lack of inclusive culture within most NGBs and CSPs, 
with most NGBs lacking a history of mainstreaming their sport for people with disabilities 
(Thomas and Smith, 2009). Most mainstream NGBs did not fully embrace the principle of 
inclusion in how they governed their sport (Brown & Pappous, 2018). This is highlighted by 
the experiences of one of the senior managers at a mainstream NGB: 
³«,W¶VRQWKHEDFNRISHRSOH¶VOLVWVUHDOO\6RLW¶VDORW RIQDJJLQJIURPPH« if it 
ZDVQ¶WDGLUHFWHGWDUJHWIURP6SRUW(QJODQG,WKLQNLWPLJKWEHDELWRIDKDUGHUVHOOLQ
WKDWUHVSHFW´1*%1LQH 
Due to most NGBs not having experience in providing sporting opportunities for people with 
disabilities, knowledge and understanding of disability was often weak. Awareness of how to 
provide accessible sport participation opportunities for people with disabilities was often 
absent: 
³,W¶VDELJFXOWXUHFKDQJHIRU1*%VDQGHYHU\RQHWKDW¶VQRZVXSSRVHGWREHRn this 
MRXUQH\«[NGBs were] Not interested in anything else, absolutely not interested, 
with one or two notable exceptions, in doing anything around disability [before the 
LPG] «LW¶VTXLWHDFXOWXUHVKRFNWRVXGGHQO\JRLQWRWKLVFRPSOHWHO\GLIIHUHQW
relationship with a GLIIHUHQWYLHZRIZKDW\RXZRXOGGR´1'62)RXU 
The lack of inclusive culture meant that some NGBs did not understand how to offer 
compelling participation experiences to people with disabilities and how best to promote 
sport participation opportunities. Most NGBs and CSPs were not aware of how to access and 
engage with hard-to-reach people with disabilities, consumers who did not fit their typical 
target marketDVµLW¶VQRWOLNHDQDWXUDOILW¶ (Non-SO Three). Making people with disabilities 
aware of available sport participation opportunities was a challenge for some providers:  
³«6WLOOSHRSOHGRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGWKDWWKHUHDUH so many sport opportunities out there, 
and that they can actually attend them and it is for them, rather than thinking it is for 
someone else.«ZH¶UHVWLOODWWKHSRLQWZKHUHSHRSOHDUHVWLOOVD\LQJµEXWZHGLGQ¶W
NQRZWKDWZDVWKHUH¶´&637KUHH 
Some NGBs lacked specific disability officers, which meant that the time available to 
disability sport participation was often in competition with other NGB priority areas:  
³6RPHRIWKH1*%V, WKH\KDYHDPHPEHURIVWDIIZKR¶VFKDUJHGZLWKGLVDELOLW\EXW
LW¶Ol be part of another role, so their main role will still be non-disabled sport and then 
WKH\¶OOKDYHGLVDELOLW\VSRUWDVDEROW-RQ6RLW¶VYHU\KDUGWRGHGLFDWHWRRPXFKRI
\RXUZRUNWLPHWRRQHDUHDZKHQ\RX¶YHJRWRWKHUWDUJHWVDVZHOO´1'626L[ 
Some NGBs have the capacity to have specific disability teams, with a dedicated disability 
officer driving the disability work for that sport, but the majority of NGBs do not have the 
resources to do this. Not having a specific disability officer meant that some NGBs devolved 
responsibility for providing for people with disabilities, stating each of their employees have 
a responsibility for disability when, in reality, it is low on the list of their priorities.  
NGBs are often looking for the next Paralympians of their sport and this search for talent can 
be detrimental to sport participation at the grassroots level, with some NGBs using their 




7KHUHLVDGDQJHUWKDW1*%V¶IRFXVRQWDOHQWQHJOHFWVpeople with disabilities who do not fit 
their requirements, which often means adults with disabilities are not catered for as much as 
children and young adults are, as older adults are less likely to be future Paralympians.  
Focusing on numbers not sustainability 
Some respondents believed the focus on APS targets produced a myopic approach to sport 
participation. Participation programmes may have been successful in achieving participant 




Indeed, the focus on targets has been labelled by somHUHVSRQGHQWVDVHYLGHQFHRIDµWLFN-
ER[¶ culture in Sport England, and Sport England EHLQJIRFXVHGRQµTXLFNZLQV¶. This was 
GHWULPHQWDOWRVXVWDLQDEOHSDUWLFLSDWLRQEHFDXVHLWGLGQ¶WDGGUHVVEDUULHUVDQGlong-term 
behaviour change, but was likely to be a result of the need for Sport England to justify the 
public funds spent on sport, especially during a time of public spending cuts: 
³,ORRNDWKRZWKH\ [Sport England] are and I just realise that they have a tick box 
FXOWXUHDQGWKDW¶VEDVLFDOO\ZKDWWKH\GLG´1RQ-SO One). 
³,WKLQNWKDW¶VWRGRZLWKSHRSOHDW6SRUW(QJODQGQRWKDYLQJDYLVLRQDQGWKHIDFWWKDW
WKH\¶UHDSXEOLFDOO\IXQGHGERG\ZKR, at the end of the day, are accountable to 
SROLWLFLDQV´1'62)RXU  
6SRUW(QJODQG¶VUHFHQWFKDQJHLQVWUDWHJLFIRFXVIURPVSRUWIRUVSRUW¶VVDNHWREHLQJPRUH
concerned about the wider benefits sport can provide, is an admission that using NGBs as the 
main organisations to increase sport participation has been unsuccessful (Harris, Nichols, & 
Taylor, 2017; Weed, 2016).  
Gap in the media coverage of disability sport between the different Paralympic Games  
Whilst there was extensive coverage of Paralympic sport during the LPG, respondents felt 
there could have been more media coverage between the 2012 and 2016 Paralympic Games. 
7KHPHGLDZHUHWKRXJKWWREHµPDMRUHYHQWVMXQNLHV¶1*%2QHLQIRFXVLQJRQGLVDELOLW\
sport only when a major event was being staged:  
³«we need to try and make the media coverage that surrounded it more general. 
More in everyday life, rather than every 4 years we have a big shout about what 
SHRSOHZLWKDGLVDELOLW\FDQGRDQGWKHQZHGRQ¶WPHQWLRQLWDJDLQIRUDQRWKHUWKUHH
DQGKDOI\HDUV´1RQ-SO Two). 
³Other than the Commonwealth Games, which came up in Glasgow, really 
[emphasis], how much more disability sport have we seen since 2012 in the media? 
1RWDORW´1'622QH 
There is a paradoxical situation in that demand is unlikely to be generated unless there is 
more media coverage, but that the media are unlikely to have more coverage of disability 
sport because existing consumer demand is deemed to be insufficient: 





The power of the media to increase awareness and perceptions of disability should not be 
underestimated, as µZH¶YHOHDUQWWKHSRZHURIWKHPHGLDZLWKRXWDVKDGRZRIDGRXEW«,Q
terms of the social change¶ (NSO Four). The media coverage of disability sport, as well as 
disability in general, has improved and progressed since the LPG, largely driven by Channel 
¶VVXSSRUW. Despite the positive progress some participants felt more media coverage could 
be afforded to disability sport in between the Paralympic Games: 
³6RWKURXJKRXWWKHParalympic Games it was on Sky Sports News, it was on things 




see a decline again.´1RQ-SO Two).  
The media coverage of the LPG was so extensive and wide-ranging that no other disability 
sports event has been able to generate media coverage on a comparable level. However, the 
drop in in-depth media coverage for disability sport other than the Paralympic Games has 
made it difficult to sustain the positive momentum created by the LPG. The reduced amount 
of media coverage for disability sport after the LPG therefore did not help efforts to increase 
the sports participation of people with disabilities.  
The role of austerity  
The introduction of austerity measures following the formation of the Coalition government 
in 2010 undoubtedly impacted on leveraging the LPG (Brittain & Beacom, 2016). For some 
people with disabilities, austerity measures have made sports participation unaffordable: 
³:H¶YHKad a few centres that have shut« 6RZH¶YHVHHQDVOLJKWGURSSLQJLQ
FDSDFLW\DQGZH¶YHGHILQLWHO\VHHQSHRSOHXQDEOHWRDIIRUGWRGRLWIRUZKDWHver 
UHDVRQ´Respondent anonymised to maintain confidentiality).  
Local authorities experienced some of the deepest budget cuts implemented by the Coalition 
government (Lowndes and Gardner 2016), which has reduced the number of sport services 
councils can provide. There was concern from one participant regarding the effect of budget 
cuts on the commitment of local authorities to being inclusive: 







Reductions in the number of dedicated disability officers is likely to have had a negative 
impact on the number and quality of sport participation opportunities that can be offered at a 
local level to people with disabilities.   
7KHLQWURGXFWLRQRIDXVWHULW\DQGWKHDWWHPSWHGµUHIRUP¶RIWKHZHOIDUHV\VWHPOHGWRQHJDWLYH
media coverage of people with disabilities (Briant, Watson, & Philo, 2013). Indeed, the 
negative media coverage is thought to have deterred some people with disabilities from 
SDUWLFLSDWLQJLQVSRUWGXHWRDIHDURIORVLQJZHOIDUHEHQHILWVLIGHHPHGWREHµWRRDFWLYH¶
(Brown & Pappous, 2018). $VRQHSDUWLFLSDQWQRWHGµZH¶UHXSDJDLQVWDORWRIPHVVDJHVLQ
WKHPHGLDZKLFKDUHVD\LQJ\RXNQRZ\RX¶UHDEHQHILWVFURXQJHURU\RX¶UHDVXSHUKHUR
WKHUH¶VQRLQ-EHWZHHQ¶1RQ-SO Three). The attempt to capitalise on the LPG for increased 
participation was partly stymied by the media stoking a culture of fear amongst some people 
with disabilities, and a culture of mistrust amongst some non-people with disabilities:  
³,WKLQNVRPHRIWKHPHGLDRXWOHWVZHUHWDONLQJDERXWSHRSOHPDNLQJXSDQ
impairment to get all of these benefits, so then the scroungers attitude; people with 
disabilities DUHVFURXQJHUV:KHQLW¶VVRPHWKLQJOLNHRIEHQHILWFODLPVDUH
IUDXGXOHQWRUVRPHWKLQJOLNHWKDW«It has some very, very negative detrimental 
effects on theiUOLYHVWRWKHSRLQWZKHUHEHLQJDFWLYHUHDOO\LVQ¶WDSULRULW\DQ\PRUH« 
LW¶VDOVRWKHIDFWWKDWDORWRIpeople with disabilities GRQ¶WZDQWWREHVHHQWREHDFWLYH
EHFDXVHWKH\¶UHWKHQVFDUHGWKH\PLJKWORVHWKHLUEHQHILWV´&632QH 
Austerity measures and the characterisation of people with disabilities DVµEHQHILWVFURXQJHUV¶
by some sections of the media, may be an important reason for the decline in sport 
participation following the post-LPG high in October 2013. For people with disabilities 
withouWWKHµVSRUWSDUWLFLSDWLRQKDELW¶IHDURIORVLQJEHQHILWVDQGEHLQJODEHOOHGDVDµEHQHILW
FKHDW¶PD\KDYHEHHQPRUHSRZHUIXOWKDQDQ\LQVSLUDWLRQWKDWmight have been gained from 
watching and/or experiencing the LPG (Brown & Pappous, 2018).  
Discussion 
The LPG was intended to increase the sport participation of people with disabilities, but the 
national picture would suggest this ambition has not been fully realised (Active People 
Interactive, 2017). What lessons can future hosts learn from the attempt to use the LPG as a 
social marketing campaign to increase sports participation? This section attempts to answer 
this question by critically reviewing the evidence presented in this article. 
The demonstration effect has limited utility 
The demonstration effect was the main theory behind using the 2012 Games to increase sport 
participation (Hughes, 2013), but our data suggests that, for inactive people with disabilities, 
a perceived competency gap between the individual and the Paralympian can prevent some 
people from increasing their sport participation. This echoes the concerns raised by Boardley 
(2013) about using the 2012 Games to increase sport participation. Naturally, there were 
some people inspired to participate in sport as a result of the LPG, but the utility of using 
inspiration to increase participation is limited for individuals not predisposed to being sporty 
(Grix & Carmichael, 2012; Lyle, 2009), precisely the audience that is likely to be inactive 
and in need of increasing their sport participation. Furthermore, relying on inspiration alone 
fails to acknowledge systemic and societal barriers, as well as challenges related to an 
LQGLYLGXDO¶VLPSDLUPHQWWKDW can constrain the participation of people with disabilities in 
sport (Darcy, Lock, & Taylor, 2017). According to our interview data, the LPG appears to 
have been more effective at inspiring younger people with disabilities, as there is likely to be 
a more congruent relationship between children and young people and Paralympians than is 
the case with adults. It is important to point out, however, that the Paralympic Games only 
includes a limited range of impairments (Howe & Silva, 2018), thus the opportunity to make 
a tangible impact on the behaviour of all young people with disabilities is constrained by this 
limitation. This is problematic because the importance of building a synergistic relationship 
between an individual and the sporting role model has been emphasised previously 
(MacCallum & Beltman, 2002). The Paralympic Games may therefore be able to influence 
the behaviour of only a limited number of young people with disabilities. MacCallum and 
Beltman (2002) claim that long-term engagement and interaction between Paralympians and 
the individual is likely to be the optimal way of influencing the behaviour, rather than 
through the use of mega sport events (MacCallum & Beltman, 2002). Using peer role models, 
therefore, might be more effective for inactive people, particularly adultsDVWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶V
life circumstances may be more closely aligned (Lyle, 2009).  
The LPG was not leveraged by most sports organisations  
$IDLOXUHWRDSSUHFLDWHWKHSRWHQWLDORIWKH3DUDO\PSLF*DPHV¶LPSDFWOHGWRDUHDFWLYHUDWKHU
than proactive, response from sport organisations (Weed & Dowse, 2009). The ability of the 
NGBs to successfully increase sport participation was questioned by various commentators 
prior to the 2012 Games (e.g. Charlton, 2010; Collins, 2010). Our research found the NGBs 
to be ill-equipped in resources, structure, and knowledge of how to successfully leverage the 
LPG. It is a consistent comment from leverage academics, but one that should be repeated 
here: leveraging needs to be strategically planned, coordinated, and managed in advance of 
the event (Misener, Taks, Chalip, & Green, 2015). This should occur at the earliest possible 
opportunity to enable behaviour change and for the structures and systems to be developed. 
Increasing demand amongst people with disabilities to want to participate in sport was not 
understood by the majority of sports organisations as a shared goal. A plausible solution 
therefore would be to include people with disabilities within the structure and creation of 
participation programmes at an early stage. This did not occur for the vast majority of sports 
organisations. Chalip et al. (2017) have highlighted the need to ensure that marketing 
communications are relevant to the intended audience, but this was not possible for most 
NGBs and CSPs because of the lack of knowledge they possessed about disability. Thus, 
specific marketing and participation programmes for non-active, moderately active, and 
active people with disabilities would be strongly suggested. For example, peer role models 
may be more effective for people with disabilities that have not been active for a length of 
time, whereas young people with disabilities may be more receptive to messages featuring 
Paralympians with similar impairments to themselves. According to our data, most 
mainstream sports organisations viewed people with disabilities as belonging to one 
homogenous group. This ignored the lack of common disability identity shared by most 
people with disabilities (Watson, 2002), as well as the differentiated responses to marketing 
stimuli from people with various activity levels. It is important for sports organisations to 
prioritise the involvement of people with disabilities in the design and delivery of sport 
participation programmes, in order to ensure the participation opportunities are 
commensurate with the motivations and needs of people with disabilities.  
Traces of institutional ableism existed within sports organisations  
Our data suggest that the failure to leverage the LPG was not only because sports 
organisations consistently neglect the importance of leveraging (Misener, Taks, Chalip, & 
Green, 2015), but was also a result of the ableist structures and culture prevalent within the 
sports sector. Campbell (2009) argues that ableism positions people with disabilities as 
diminished humans, stemming from the privileging of non-GLVDEOHGSHRSOH¶VH[SHULHQFHVWR
the detriment of people who do not confirm to the non-disabled perspective. Whilst sports 
organisations may not have intentionally set out to devalue people with disabilities, the 
failure to consider the needs and motivations of people with disabilities is indicative of the 
lack of importance associated with providing sport participation opportunities for people with 
disabilities. Most NGBs had been paying lip service to grassroots disability participation 
before the LPG (Thomas & Smith, 2009), lacking a culture of inclusion and understanding of 
disability. By failing to consider the needs of people with disabilities, indeed to recognise 
people with disabilities as legitimate and valued consumers, sports organisations exhibited 
traces of ableism. Indeed, Brown and Pappous (2018) argued that ableist cultures existed 
within NGBs before the LPG, resulting in the marJLQDOLVDWLRQRISHRSOHZLWKGLVDELOLWLHV¶
voice in the provision of sport for people with disabilities. Our data echoed the findings of 
Brown and Pappous (2018), namely that people with disabilities were an afterthought for 
some NGBs and CSPs. We believe the development work that has occurred after the LPG 
was instigated as a result of funding obligations from Sport England, rather than a culture of 
inclusion. The ableist practices of some NGBs may have also been a result of the historic 
focus of NGBs before the LPG. Before Sport England decided, in 2008, to place their faith in 
NGBs to increase grassroots participation, NGBs had predominately been concerned with the 
management of national squads, governance of their sport, and serving their members 
(Charlton, 2010). Thus, some sports organisations were focused on athletic and ability-laden 
ideals to the extent that individuals who did not match these values were not acknowledged 
by NGBs and CSPs. We believe ableism within sports organisations may not have been 
intentional, but a result of the insular and narrow focus of sports organisations and how they 
YLHZHGWKHLUµLGHDO¶FRQVXPHU7KLVnarrow-minded focus ensured there was a lack of 
awareness and understanding of people with different circumstances and ability levels to the 
perceived norm. Many NGBs and CSPs, therefore, did not appreciate the potential of the 
LPG (Weed & Dowse, 2009) because the majority of sports organisations were ruled and 
governed from a non-disabled perspective. Disability scholars have been for many years 
supporting the idea RI³QRWKLQJDERXWXVZLWKRXWXV´ (Charlton, 1998), arguing that any 
policy related to the disability community should not be decided without the direct 
participation of people with disabilities (Lurie, 2017). 
Grassroots sports participation work should not be driven be funding alone 
We recommend that future hosts do not just match funding to short-term goals at the expense 
of focusing on the wider benefits of sport. Funding should be linked to sport participation, but 
there needs to be a recognition that being too pre-occupied with short-term targets is unlikely 
to yield sustainable participation in the long-term. This was recognised by Nichols, Grix, 
Ferguson and Griffiths (2016), LQWKHLUDQDO\VLVRI&63V¶LPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIWKH6SRUW0DNHUV
programme, whereby the top-down approach from Sport England limited the effectiveness of 
the volunteering policy change for the end user. Therefore, there is a danger that financial 
incentives dominate the thinking of sports organisations to the detriment of long-term 
behaviour change. This was the case with some of the NGBs, who met their disability 
participation targets but might not have addressed systemic barriers and challenges to sport 
participation.  
The environmental context needs to be conducive for leveraging the Paralympic Games 
The introduction of austerity measures following the formation of the Coalition government 
in 2010 undoubtedly impacted on leveraging (Brittain & Beacom, 2016), as well as people 
with GLVDELOLWLHV¶ sport participation&XWVWRORFDODXWKRULWLHV¶EXGJHWVZKHUHVSRUWLVD
discretionary service, led to the closure or reduction in sport services accessible for people 
(King, 2013). People with disabilities are likely to have particularly been affected by this as 
their use of public leisure facilities in England is high when compared to people without 
disabilities (Kung & Taylor, 2014). Furthermore, austerity measures have had significant 
negative impacts on the lives of some people with disabilities (Cross, 2013), with disposable 
income to spend on leisure significantly reduced for some people (McKnight, 2014). The lack 
of balance in the media coverage of people with disabilities DVEHLQJHLWKHUµVXSHUKXPDQV¶RU
µEHQHILWVFURXQJHUV¶&URZ, 2014), likely had an impact too. The prominent role of austerity 
and negative media coverage emphasises the importance of the external environment being 
conducive for mega sport events to be leveraged. This is not to suggest sports organisations 
were unable to leverage just because of the external environment, as that is evidently not true, 
but that there are factors beyond the control of leveraging organisations. In addition, the 
context needed for participation to be increased as a result of the LPG was lacking within 
some of the sports organisations that were interviewed. For example, two of the NGBs 
experienced internal restructuring that limited their capacity to deliver compelling 
participation experiences for people with disabilities. Furthermore, Brown and Pappous 
(2018) discovered that a number of NDSOs lacked competent governance and financial 
management, limiting their ability to leverage the LPG. Thus, is it possible that the 
demonstration effect may not have worked effectively for some of the sports organisations 
because their contextual conditions were not applicable for the mechanisms associated with 
the LPG to operate effectively (Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997).  
Sports organisations are part of the solution; not the solution  
Sports organisations are vital to the leveraging chances of a sports event, but there needs to 
be a realisation of their limitations and strengths at an early stage, and to put measures in 
place to improve on their weaknesses. Utilising the resources and ability of people with 
GLVDELOLWLHV¶ organisations may have helped in engaging people with disabilities not ordinarily 
enthused by sport mega-events. As suggested by Chalip et al. (2016), one type of 
organisation, in this case sport organisations, were unable to achieve successful leverage on 
WKHLURZQ)XWXUHKRVWVZRXOGGRZHOOWRKHHGWKLVOHVVRQDQG&KDOLSHWDO¶VDGYLFH
successful leveraging requires all organisations ± event organisations, non-sport 
organisations, sport organisations ± to be actively involved in the leveraging process. The 
NGBs should have been part of the solution; not the solution. :HFRQFXUZLWK&KDOLSHWDO¶V
(2016) recommendation for a separate structure through which the legacy can be leveraged. A 
dedicated committee made up of various stakeholders from the three types of organisations 
would be of great relevance. Logistically, sports organisations would need to take a 
prominent role in a steering group. Sports organisations are the experts at delivering sport 
participation opportunities, therefore they should be the stakeholder with the most leveraging 
responsibility. Non-sport organisations, particularly organisations focused on people with 
disabilities, will be required to lend their expertise on disability issues and inform the content 
of the leveraging output. Sports organisations are often lacking in understanding the wants 
and needs of people with disabilities, but this is a task that organisations focused on people 
with disabilities should excel at, therefore they would need to be involved at all stages of the 
leveraging process. It is likely event organisations will be preoccupied by the demands of 
staging the Paralympic Games (Chalip et al. 2016), thus their involvement is likely to be the 
lowest of the three organisation types. Nevertheless, event organisations would still need to 
be involved at various points to ensure a fully connected and harmonious leveraging of the 
Paralympic Games. Without a leveraging structure, it is likely the responsibility for 
leveraging will be subsumed by the needs to deliver a successful event by event organisers, 
deemed as being of less importance than meeting the needs of existing members and 
management of national squads for sport organisations, and lacking strategic importance for 
non-sport organisations compared to their own specific organisational interests (Chalip et al., 
2016). The weakness of sport organisations in understanding disability could be offset by 
active involvement of relevant non-sport organisations.  
Increased representation of people with disabilities within sports organisations is needed 
Increased representation of people with disabilities has been called for in other leisure 
industries, such as gaming and fashion (Asthana, 2017), and it is call repeated here for the 
sports industry. It is people with disabilities who are best placed to understand the key 
motivations and barriers that exist to increasing sport participation. Our research found that 
participation programmes before the LPG, and still today, have mainly been designed and 
organised without the input of people with disabilities. The importance of including people 
with disabilities in the design of participation programmes is a message that has been made 
before (Horne & 6SULQJ6SRUW(QJODQGKDVUHFHQWO\ODXQFKHGLWVµ&RGHIRU6SRUWV
*RYHUQDQFH¶LQZKLFK6SRUW(QJODQGFDOOHGIRUJUHDWHUSDUWLFLSDWLRQRIPLQRULW\JURXSVRQ
the Boards of NGBs (Sport England, 2016). But we are calling for increased representation 
not to be just limited to the Board, but to occur across the different levels of the workforces 
of sports organisations. For example, only two of the participants from the sports 
organisations included in our sample consider themselves to have an impairment. We 
recommend the voice of people with disabilities be represented by people with disabilities 
themselves and this to hold greater priority and power within sports organisations. 
Recruitment and retention of people with disabilities will only occur if sports organisations 
demonstrate a commitment to be inclusive. Working with local organisations focused on 
people with disabilities to promote and communicate sport management recruitment 
opportunities, may help to increase the representation of people with disabilities. 
Furthermore, a peer role-model scheme profiling people with disabilities who are already 
working within sports organisations, might be one way of increasing the visibility of people 
with disabilities within sports organisations.  In sum, people with disabilities must be an 
integral component of designing sport participation experiences, if leveraging of the 
Paralympic Games for increased sport participation is to occur. 
Conclusion 
There has been a complex interplay of multiple factors that have been responsible for the 
decline in people with GLVDELOLWLHV¶ sport participation following the post-LPG high in October 
2013. It was found that the demonstration effect ± the main theory behind using the LPG to 
increase sport participation ± should have been but one strategy, rather than the strategy to 
increase participation. Furthermore, a strategy reliant on the demonstration effect did not 
acknowledge the societal, structural, and impairment constraints that can limit people with 
GLVDELOLWLHV¶ sport participation. A lack of coordinated leveraging of the LPG compounded the 
lack of relevance between Paralympians and some people with disabilities, and the issue of 
structural barriers to participation. Moreover, the limited experience and knowledge of 
providing sport participation opportunities for people with disabilities by sports providers 
resulted in the momentum generated by the LPG not being channelled as effectively as it 
could have been. Whilst the media coverage of disability sport has improved, the inevitable 
drop in in-depth media coverage for disability sport other than the Paralympic Games has 
made it difficult to sustain the positive momentum created by the LPG. Finally, and of 
particular importance, austerity measures and the characterisation of people with disabilities 
as benefit scroungers has acted as a significant deterrent to some people continuing or taking 
up sport participation (Brown & Pappous, 2018).   
All research has limitations and this study is no exception. The scope of this article is such 
that only reasons for a decline in sport participation have been reviewed. However, it is to be 
acknowledged that there has been important progress made in grassroots disability sport since 
the LPG. Further studies should attempt to shed more light on the reasons for the 
participation of some people with disabilities in sport. For example, understanding of 
disability and how it manifests itself has improved within the sports sector, albeit there is still 
much more work to be done. Despite many positive steps that have been taken, national sport 
participation in sport has still declined since the LPG (Active People Interactive, 2017). This 
highlights the temporary influence the Paralympic Games has on sport participation. 
Positively influencing behaviour change of inactive people with disabilities is a difficult and 
long-term process, and an expectation that the Paralympic Games is going to solve on its own 
is unrealistic. A second limitation is that the findings presented here are only from a top-
down perspective and do not include bottom-up perspectives of people with disabilities at the 
grassroots level. Our understanding of the strengths and limitations of using the LPG to 
increase grassroots sport participation would be enhanced by incorporating the views of 
people with disabilities at the grassroots level, and comparing and contrasting the views from 
the top-down and bottom-up perspectives. This was beyond the scope of this article to 
achieve this. Notwithstanding these limitations, the findings presented in this article 
represents the first step in building an understanding of the limitations involved in using 
sporting mega events, such as the Paralympic Games, to increase people with GLVDELOLWLHV¶ 
sport participation.  
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